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      Escapology was like magic. The secret lay in misdirection. Some escapes were accomplished by creating an illusion through careful
         planning; others were genuine feats of strength, daring and flexibility, both mental and physical; and some were mixtures
         of both. But whatever the methods, the element of misdirection always played a crucial role. And when it came to misdirection,
         he called no man his master.
      

      
      Best of all was the misdirection that the onlooker didn’t even know was happening. To accomplish that you had to make your
         diversion blend into the spectrum of normal.
      

      
      Some settings made that harder than others. Take an office where everything ran like clockwork. You’d struggle to camouflage
         a distraction there because anything out of the ordinary would stand out and stick in people’s minds. But in prison there
         were so many unpredictable variables – volatile individuals; complex power structures; trivial disputes that could go nuclear
         in a matter of moments; and pent-up frustrations never far from bursting like a ripe zit. Almost anything could go off at
         any time, and who could say whether it was a calculated event or just one of a hundred little local difficulties getting out
         of hand? The very existence of those variables made some people uneasy. But not him. For him, every alternate scenario provided a fresh opportunity, another option to scrutinise
         till finally he hit on the perfect combination of circumstances and characters.
      

      
      He’d considered faking it. Paying a couple of the lads to get into a ruck on the wing. But there were too many downsides to
         that. For one thing, the more people who knew about his plans, the more prospects there were for betrayal. For another, most
         of the people inside were there because their previous attempts at dissimulation had failed dismally. Probably not the best
         people to entrust with putting on a convincing performance, then. And you could never rule out plain stupidity, of course.
         So faking it was out.
      

      
      However, the beauty of prison was that there was never a shortage of levers to pull. Men trapped on the inside were always
         prey to fears of what might be going down on the outside. They had lovers, wives, kids and parents who were vulnerable to
         violence or temptation. Or just the threat of those things.
      

      
      So he’d watched and waited, gathering data and evaluating it, figuring out where the possibilities offered the best chance
         of success. It helped that he didn’t have to rely on his own observations. His support system beyond the walls had provided
         the intelligence that plugged most of the gaps in his own knowledge. It really hadn’t taken long to find the perfect pressure
         point.
      

      
      And now he was ready. Tonight he would make his move. Tomorrow night, he’d be sleeping in a wide, comfortable bed with feather
         pillows. The perfect end to a perfect evening. A rare steak with a pile of garlic mushrooms and rösti potatoes, perfectly
         complemented by a bottle of claret that would have only improved in the dozen years he’d been away. A plate of crisp Bath
         Olivers and a Long Clawson stilton to take away the bad taste of what passed for cheese in prison. Then a long hot bath, a glass of cognac and a Cuban Cohiba. He’d savour every gradation on the spectrum of the senses.
      

      
      A jagged cacophony of raised voices penetrated his visualisation, a routine argument about football crashing back and forth
         across the landing. An officer roared at them to keep the noise down and it subsided a little. The distant mutter of a radio
         filled the gaps between the insults and it occurred to him that even better than the steak, the booze and the cigar would
         be the freedom from other people’s noise.
      

      
      That was the one thing people never mentioned when they sounded off about how awful it must be to be in prison. They talked
         about the discomfort, the lack of freedom, the fear of your fellow inmates, the loss of your personal comforts. But even the
         most imaginative never commented on the nightmare of losing silence.
      

      
      Tomorrow, that nightmare would be over. He could be as quiet or as loud as he chose. But it would be his noise.

      
      Well, mostly his. There would be other noises. Ones that he was looking forward to. Ones he liked to imagine when he needed
         a spur to keep going. Ones he’d been dreaming about even longer than he’d been figuring out his escape route. The screams,
         the sobs, the stammering pleas for mercy that would never come. The soundtrack of payback.
      

      
      Jacko Vance, killer of seventeen teenage girls, murderer of a serving police officer and a man once voted the sexiest man
         on British TV, could hardly wait.
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      The big man put two brimming pints of copper-coloured ale on the table. ‘Piddle in the Hole,’ he said, settling his broad frame
         on a stool that disappeared from sight beneath his thighs.
      

      
      Dr Tony Hill raised his eyebrows. ‘A challenge? Or is that what passes for wit in Worcester?’

      
      Detective Sergeant Alvin Ambrose raised his glass in a salute. ‘Neither. The brewery’s in a village called Wyre Piddle, so
         they think they’re entitled.’
      

      
      Tony took a long draught of his beer, then gave it a considering look. ‘Fair enough,’ he said. ‘It’s a decent pint.’

      
      Both men gave the beer a moment’s respectful silence, then Ambrose spoke. ‘She’s pissed my guv’nor off royally, your Carol
         Jordan.’
      

      
      Even after all these years, Tony still struggled to keep a poker face when Carol Jordan was mentioned. It was a struggle worth
         maintaining, though. For one thing, he believed in never giving hostages to fortune. But more importantly, he’d always found
         it impossible to define what Carol meant to him and he wasn’t inclined to give others the chance to jump to mistaken conclusions.
         ‘She’s not my Carol Jordan,’ he said mildly. ‘She’s not anyone’s Carol Jordan, truth be told.’
      

      
      ‘You said she’d be sharing your house down here, if she got the job,’ Ambrose said, not hiding the reproach in his voice.
      

      
      A revelation Tony wished now he’d never made. It had slipped out during one of the late-night conversations that had cemented
         this unlikely friendship between two wary men with little in common. Tony trusted Ambrose, but that still didn’t mean he wanted
         to admit him into the labyrinth of contradictions and complications of what passed for his emotional life. ‘She already rents
         my basement flat. It’s not so different. It’s a big house,’ he said, his voice non-committal but his hand rigid on the glass.
      

      
      Ambrose’s eyes tightened at the corners, the rest of his face impassive. Tony reckoned the instinctive copper in him was wondering
         whether it was worth pursuing. ‘And she’s a very attractive woman,’ Ambrose said at last.
      

      
      ‘She is.’ Tony tipped his glass towards Ambrose in acknowledgement. ‘So why is DI Patterson so pissed off with her?’

      
      Ambrose raised one beefy shoulder in a shrug that strained the seam of his jacket. His brown eyes lost their watchfulness
         as he relaxed into safe territory. ‘The usual kind of thing. He’s served all his career in West Mercia, most of it here in
         Worcester. He thought when the DCI’s job came up, his feet were already tucked under the desk. Then your— then DCI Jordan
         made it known that she was interested in a move from Bradfield.’ His smile was as twisted as the lemon peel on the rim of
         a cocktail glass. ‘And how could West Mercia say no to her?’
      

      
      Tony shook his head. ‘You tell me.’

      
      ‘Track record like hers? First the Met, then something mysterious with Europol, then heading up her own major crimes unit
         in the fourth biggest force in the country and beating the counter-terrorism twats at their own game … There’s only a handful
         of coppers in the whole country with her experience who still want to be at the sharp end, rather than flying a desk. Patterson knew the minute the grapevine rustled that he was dead in the water.’
      

      
      ‘Not necessarily,’ Tony said. ‘Some bosses might see Carol as a threat. The woman who knew too much. They might see her as
         the fox in the henhouse.’
      

      
      Ambrose chuckled, a deep subterranean rumble. ‘Not here. They think they’re the bee’s knees here. They look at those mucky
         bastards next door in West Midlands and strut like peacocks. They’d see DCI Jordan like a prize pigeon coming home to the
         loft where she belongs.’
      

      
      ‘Very poetic.’ Tony sipped his beer, savouring the bitter edge of the hops. ‘But that’s not how your DI Patterson sees it?’

      
      Ambrose demolished most of his pint while he worked out his response. Tony was accustomed to waiting. It was a technique that
         worked equally well at work or at play. He’d never figured out why the people he dealt with were called ‘patients’ when he
         was the one who had to exert all the patience. Nobody who wanted to be a competent clinical psychologist could afford to show
         too much eagerness when it came to seeking answers.
      

      
      ‘It’s hard for him,’ Ambrose said at last. ‘It’s harsh, knowing you’ve been passed over because you’re second best. So he
         has to come up with something that makes him feel better about himself.’
      

      
      ‘And what’s he come up with?’

      
      Ambrose lowered his head. In the dim light of the pub, his dark skin turned him into a pool of shadow. ‘He’s mouthing off
         about her motives for moving. Like, she doesn’t give a toss about West Mercia. She’s just following you now you’ve inherited
         your big house and decided to shake the dust of Bradfield from your heels … ’
      

      
      It wasn’t his place to defend Carol Jordan’s choices, but saying nothing wasn’t an option either. Silence would reinforce
         Patterson’s bitter analysis. The least Tony could do was to give Ambrose an alternative to put forward in the canteen and the squad room. ‘Maybe. But I’m not the reason she’s leaving
         Bradfield. That’s office politics, nothing to do with me. She got a new boss and he didn’t think her team was good value for
         money. She had three months to prove him wrong.’ Tony shook his head, a rueful smile on his face. ‘Hard to see what more she
         could have done. Nailed a serial killer, cleared up two cold-case murders and busted a people-trafficking operation that was
         bringing in kids for the sex trade.’
      

      
      ‘I’d call that a serious clear-up rate,’ Ambrose said.

      
      ‘Not serious enough for James Blake. The three months is up and he’s announced that he’s breaking up the unit at the end of
         the month and scattering them through the general CID. She’d already decided she didn’t want to be deployed like that. So,
         she knew she was leaving Bradfield. She just didn’t know where she was headed. Then this West Mercia job came up, and she
         didn’t even have to change landlords.’
      

      
      Ambrose gave him an amused look and drained his glass. ‘You ready for another?’

      
      ‘I’m still working on this one. But it’s my shout,’ Tony protested as Ambrose headed back to the bar. He caught the glance
         the young barmaid threw in their direction, a faint frown on her soft features. He imagined they made an odd couple, him and
         Ambrose. A burly black man with a shaven head and a face like a heavyweight boxer, tie loosened, black suit tight over heavy
         muscles, Ambrose’s formidable presence would have fitted most people’s idea of a serious bodyguard. Whereas Tony reckoned
         he didn’t even look capable of guarding his own body, never mind anyone else’s. Medium height; slight of build; wirier than
         he deserved to be, given that his principal exercise came from playing Rayman’s Raving Rabbids on his Wii; leather jacket,
         hooded sweatshirt, black jeans. Over the years, he’d learned that the only thing people remembered about him were his eyes,
         a startling sparkling blue, shocking against the paleness of his skin. Ambrose’s eyes were memorable too, but only because they hinted at a gentleness
         apparent nowhere else in his demeanour. Most people missed that, Tony thought. Too taken up with the superficial image. He
         wondered if the barmaid had noticed.
      

      
      Ambrose returned with a fresh pint. ‘You off your ale tonight?’

      
      Tony shook his head. ‘I’m heading back to Bradfield.’

      
      Ambrose looked at his watch. ‘At this time? It’s already gone ten o’clock.’

      
      ‘I know. But there’s no traffic this time of night. I can be home in less than two hours. I’ve got patients tomorrow at Bradfield
         Moor. Last appointments before I hand them over to someone I hope will treat them like the damaged messes they are. Going
         at night’s a lot less stressful. Late-night music and empty roads.’
      

      
      Ambrose chuckled. ‘Sounds like a country music song.’

      
      ‘I sometimes feel like my whole life is a country music song,’ Tony grumbled. ‘And not one of the upbeat ones.’ As he spoke,
         his phone began to ring. He frantically patted his pockets, finally tracking it down in the front pocket of his jeans. He
         didn’t recognise the mobile number on the screen, but gave it the benefit of the doubt. If the staff at Bradfield Moor were
         having problems with one of his nutters, they sometimes used their own phones to call him. ‘Hello?’ he said, cautious.
      

      
      ‘Is that Dr Hill? Dr Tony Hill?’ It was a woman’s voice, tickling at the edge of his memory but not quite falling into place.

      
      ‘Who is this?’

      
      ‘It’s Penny Burgess, Dr Hill. From the Evening Sentinel Times. We’ve spoken before.’
      

      
      Penny Burgess. He recalled a woman in a trench coat, collar turned up against the rain, face arranged in a tough expression,
         long dark hair escaping from its confines. He also recalled how he’d been variously transformed in the stories under her byline, from omniscient sage to idiot scapegoat. ‘Rather less than you’d have your readers believe,’ he said.
      

      
      ‘Just doing my job, Dr Hill.’ Her voice was a lot warmer than their history merited. ‘There’s been another woman murdered
         in Bradfield,’ she continued. She was about as good at small talk as he was, Tony thought, trying to avoid the wider implications
         of her words. When he failed to respond, she said, ‘A sex worker. Like the two last month.’
      

      
      ‘I’m sorry to hear that,’ Tony said, choosing his words like steps in a minefield.

      
      ‘Why I’m ringing you … My source tells me this one has the same signature as the previous two. I’m wondering what you make
         of that?’
      

      
      ‘I’ve no idea what you’re talking about. I’ve currently got no operational involvement with Bradfield CID.’

      
      Penny Burgess made a low sound in her throat, almost a chuckle but not quite. ‘I’m sure your sources are at least as good
         as mine,’ she said. ‘I can’t believe DCI Jordan is out of the loop on this one, and if she knows, you know.’
      

      
      ‘You’ve got a very strange notion of my world,’ Tony said firmly. ‘I have no idea what you’re talking about.’

      
      ‘I’m talking about a serial killer, Dr Hill. And when it comes to serial killers, you’re the man.’

      
      Abruptly, Tony ended the call, shoving his phone back in his pocket. He raised his eyes to meet Ambrose’s assessing gaze.
         ‘Hack,’ he said. He swallowed a mouthful of beer. ‘Actually, no. She’s better than that. Carol’s crew have left her with egg
         all over her face more than once, but she just acts like that’s an occupational hazard.’
      

      
      ‘All the same … ’ Ambrose said.

      
      Tony nodded. ‘Right. You can respect them without being willing to give them anything.’

      
      ‘What was she after?’

      
      ‘She was fishing. We’ve had two street prostitutes killed in Bradfield over the last few weeks. Now there’s a third. As far as I was aware, there was no reason to connect the first two
         – completely different MO.’ He shrugged. ‘Well, I say that, but I know nothing officially. Not Carol’s cases, and even if
         they were, she doesn’t share.’
      

      
      ‘But your hack’s saying something different?’

      
      ‘She says there’s a signature connection. But it’s still nothing to do with me. Even if they decide they need a profile, it
         won’t be me they come to.’
      

      
      ‘Stupid bastards. You’re the best there is.’

      
      Tony finished his drink. ‘That may well be true. But as far as James Blake is concerned, staying in-house is cheaper and it
         means he keeps control.’ A wry smile. ‘I can see his point. If I was him, I probably wouldn’t employ me either. More trouble
         than it’s worth.’ He pushed back from the table and stood up. ‘And on that cheerful note, I’m off up the motorway.’
      

      
      ‘Is there not a part of you that wishes you were out there at that crime scene?’ Ambrose drained his second pint and got to
         his feet, deliberately standing back so he didn’t loom over his friend.
      

      
      Tony considered. ‘I won’t deny that the people who do this kind of thing fascinate me. The more disturbed they are, the more
         I want to figure out what makes them tick. And how I can help them to make the mechanism function a bit better.’ He sighed.
         ‘But I am weary of looking at the end results. Tonight, Alvin, I’m going home to bed, and believe me, there’s nowhere I’d
         rather be.’
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      The safest place to hide anything was in plain sight. People only ever see what they expect to see. Those were some of the
         truths he’d learned a long time before his life had been shrunk by prison walls. But he was smart and he was determined, so
         he hadn’t stopped learning just because his physical environment had become constrained.
      

      
      Some people closed down as soon as they found themselves behind bars. They were seduced by a life less chaotic, consoled by
         predictability. One of the lesser-known aspects of prison life was the high incidence of obsessive-compulsive disorder. Jails
         were full of men and women who found a comfort in repetitive behaviour that had never occurred to them on the outside. Right
         from the start, Jacko Vance had steeled himself against the seduction of routine.
      

      
      Not that he’d had much routine to start with. There’s nothing prisoners love more than fucking up a celebrity inmate. When
         George Michael was banged up, the entire wing kept him awake all night roaring tuneless renderings of his greatest hits, altering
         the words to suit their mood as the night wore on. With Vance, as soon as they were locked in for the night, they’d whistled
         the theme tune from his TV show, on and on like a track on repeat. Once Vance’s Visits had worn down their patience, they’d started on football-style chants about his wife and her girlfriend. It had been an ugly
         introduction, but it hadn’t upset him. He’d walked on to the landing in the morning as composed and calm as he’d been the
         night before.
      

      
      There was a reason for his composure. Right from the start, he’d been determined he was going to get out. He knew it would
         take years and he had forced himself to accept that. He had legal avenues to explore, but he wasn’t convinced they would work.
         So he needed to get Plan B in place as quickly as possible to give him something to focus on. Something to aim for.
      

      
      The composure was the first step on the journey. He had to prove that he deserved respect without making it look like he was
         trying to step on someone else’s territory, particularly since they all knew he’d killed teenage girls, which made him a borderline
         nonce. None of it had been easy, and there had been occasional false steps along the way. But Vance still had contacts on
         the outside who clung on to their belief in his innocence. And he was perfectly willing to exploit those contacts to the full.
         Keeping sweet the alpha males inside was often a matter of oiling the wheels outside. Vance still had plenty of grease where
         it counted.
      

      
      Keeping his nose clean inside the system was another key element in the plan. Whatever he was up to, he had to make it look
         like he was sticking to the rules. Good behaviour, that’s what he wanted the prison staff to see. Put up with the shit and
         be a good boy, Jacko. But that was as much of an act as anything else.
      

      
      Years ago he’d been watching the TV magazine show his ex-wife used to host when she’d interviewed the governor of a prison
         where there had been a terrifying riot, with the prisoners effectively taking control of the jail for three days. The governor
         had had a world-weary air to him, and Vance could still summon up his image when he recalled his words: ‘Whatever you put in place, they’ll find a way round it.’ At the time,
         Vance had been intrigued, wondering if it might be a hook for a TV programme for him and his team. Now, he embraced what it
         really meant.
      

      
      Of course, in prison your options were limited when it came to finding a way round anything. You were thrown back on your
         own resources. That gave Vance a head start over most of his fellow inmates, who didn’t have much to draw on. But the attributes
         that had made him the most popular male presenter on British TV were perfectly suited to prison. He was charismatic, handsome,
         charming. And because he’d been a world-class sportsman before the accident that had ultimately led him to his TV career,
         he could lay claim to being a man’s man. And then there was the George Cross, awarded for risking his life to save small children
         after a fogbound multiple-vehicle accident on the motorway. Or maybe it was supposed to be a consolation for losing his arm
         in the failed attempt to get a trapped trucker out of his crushed cab. Either way, he didn’t think there was another jailbird
         in the country who had been awarded the highest honour for civilian heroism. It all stacked up in the plus column.
      

      
      At the heart of his plan had been one simple element – befriend the people who had the power to change his world. The top
         guns who run the inmates; the officers who choose who gets the perks; the psychologist who decides how you serve your time.
         And all the while, he’d be alert for the key player he’d need to make it all come together.
      

      
      Brick by brick, he’d built the foundations for his escape. The electric razor, for example. He’d deliberately sprained his
         wrist so he could plead the impossibility of a one-armed man shaving any other way. Then there had been the convenience of
         the Human Rights Act, which had ensured his access to state-of-the-art prosthetics. Because the money he’d made before he’d been revealed as a serial killer of adolescent girls had not been the proceeds of crime, the authorities couldn’t touch
         it. So his artificial limb was the very best that money could buy, allowing him intuitive control and individual finger movements.
         The synthetic skin was so good, people who didn’t know any better wouldn’t believe it wasn’t real. If you weren’t looking
         for fake, you wouldn’t see it. An eye for detail, that was what counted.
      

      
      There had been a moment when he’d thought all his work had been wasted. But wasted in a good way. To the surprise of most
         people, the appeal court had eventually overturned the verdict against him. For a glorious moment, he’d thought he’d be walking
         out into the world a free man. But those bastard cops had slammed him with another murder charge before he could even get
         out of the dock. And that one had stuck like glue, as he’d always feared it might. And so it was back to the cell and back
         to the drawing board.
      

      
      Being patient, sticking with the plan had been hard. Years had trickled by with little to show. But he’d toughed things out
         before. Recovering from the terrible accident that had robbed him of his Olympic medal dreams and the woman he loved had given
         him reserves of willpower that few people had access to. Years of training to reach the pinnacle of his sport had taught him
         the value of perseverance. Tonight, all that would pay off. Within a few hours, it would all have been worth it. Now he just
         had to make the final preparations.
      

      
      And then he would teach some people a lesson they would never forget.
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      It was hard to see the victim clearly because of the white-suited forensic technicians working the crime scene. As far as Detective
         Superintendent Pete Reekie was concerned, that was no bad thing. It wasn’t that he was squeamish. He’d seen enough blood over
         the years to be pretty much immune to its stomach-churning potential. He could take any amount of straightforward violence.
         But when he was confronted by the perverse, he’d do all he could to avoid the kind of eye contact with the dead that would
         leave their broken and profaned bodies etched on his memory. DS Reekie didn’t like sick minds having access to his head.
      

      
      It was bad enough that he’d already had to listen to his DI run through it on the phone. Reekie had been having a perfectly
         pleasant evening in front of his giant plasma screen, a can of Stella in one hand, cigar in the other, watching Manchester
         United cling on to a single goal lead against more stylish opposition in the European Championship, when his mobile had rung.
      

      
      ‘It’s DI Spencer,’ his caller announced. ‘I’m sorry to disturb you, sir, but we’ve got a bad one out here and I thought you
         might want to be informed.’
      

      
      Ever since he’d taken over Bradfield’s Northern Divisional CID, Reekie had made it clear to his minions that he didn’t ever
         want to be blindsided by some case that the media decided to turn into an audience-grabbing crusade. This was the downside,
         being dragged away from a key match with fifteen minutes still to play. ‘Will it not wait till morning?’ Reekie demanded,
         knowing the answer before the question was finished.
      

      
      ‘I think you’ll want to be out here,’ Spencer said. ‘It’s another prostitute murder, same tattoo on the wrist, according to
         the doc.’
      

      
      ‘Are you saying we’re looking at a serial killer?’ Reekie made no attempt to hide his incredulity. Ever since Hannibal Lecter,
         every bloody detective wanted to jump on the serial-killer bandwagon.
      

      
      ‘Hard to say, sir. I never saw the first two, but the doc says it looks the same. Only … ’

      
      ‘Spit it out, Spencer.’ Already, Reekie had regretfully dumped his can on the table by his chair and stubbed out his cigar.

      
      ‘The MO … well, it’s pretty radical, compared to the other two.’

      
      Reekie sighed, backing out of the room, half his mind on the languid centre-forward ambling towards a perfectly calibrated
         pass. ‘What the fuck’s that supposed to mean, Spencer? “Pretty radical”?’
      

      
      ‘She’s been crucified. Then stood upside down. Then had her throat cut. In that order, according to the doc.’ Spencer’s tone
         was clipped. Reekie wasn’t sure whether it was because Spencer was shocked himself or trying to shake his boss. Either way,
         it had certainly done the business for Reekie. He felt acid in the back of his throat, alcohol and smoke transformed into
         bile.
      

      
      So he’d known even before he left the house that he wouldn’t want to look at this one. Now, Reekie stood with his back to the horrible tableau, listening to Spencer trying to make something substantial out of the shreds of information they
         had so far. As Spencer began to run out of steam, Reekie interrupted. ‘You say the doc’s sure it’s the third of three?’
      

      
      ‘As far as we know. I mean, there could be more.’

      
      ‘Exactly. A bloody nightmare. Not to mention what it’ll do to the budget.’ Reekie straightened his shoulders. ‘No disrespect,
         DI Spencer, but I think this is one for the specialists.’
      

      
      He saw the dawning light of comprehension in Spencer’s eyes. There was a way the DI could dodge endless hours of unpaid overtime,
         the perpetual weight of the media monkey on his back and the emotional drain on his officers. Spencer wasn’t a shirker, but
         everybody knew how souls were shrivelled by cases like this. And there was no need for it, not when there were people with
         an appetite for this sort of shit. And protocols that demanded certain kinds of case should be shunted sideways. Spencer nodded.
         ‘As you say, sir. I know my limitations.’
      

      
      Reekie nodded, stepping away from the bright lights and the soft rustle of movement that marked the crime scene. He knew just
         who to call.
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      Detective Chief Inspector Carol Jordan grasped the handle of the bottom drawer on the left side of her desk. This was the price
         she had to pay for deciding to leave Bradfield. At the end of the month, her seasoned team of experts would be disbanded and
         she would be on her way. By then, every desk drawer, every filing cabinet, every cupboard in her office would have to be filleted.
         There would be personal stuff she’d want to take with her – photographs, cards, notes from colleagues, cartoons torn from
         magazines and newspapers that had made Carol and her colleagues smile. There would be professional material that needed to
         be filed somewhere within the confines of Bradfield Metropolitan Police. There would be scribbled notes that made no sense
         out of the context of their particular investigation. And there would be plenty of fodder for the shredder – all those bits
         of paper that nobody else would ever need to see. That’s why she’d stayed behind to make a start on it after the rest of the
         team had called it a day.
      

      
      But glumness set in as soon as she yanked the drawer open. It was stuffed full, case papers layered like geological strata.
         Cases that had been shocking, terrifying, heartbreaking and mystifying. Cases she’d probably never see the like of again. It wasn’t something she should have to attack unfortified. Carol
         swivelled in her chair and reached for the middle filing cabinet drawer with its more familiar contents. She helped herself
         to one of the miniature bottles of vodka she’d collected from hotel mini bars, train buffets and business flights. She tipped
         the dregs of a mug of coffee into the bin, wiped it out with a tissue and poured the vodka. It didn’t look much. She grabbed
         a second bottle and added it. It still barely looked like a drink. She knocked it back and thought it barely felt like a drink
         either. She tipped another two miniatures into the mug and set it on the desk.
      

      
      ‘For sipping,’ Carol said out loud. She did not have a drink problem. Whatever Tony Hill might think, she was in control of
         the alcohol. Not the other way round. There were points in her past when it had been a close thing, but they were behind her.
         Enjoying the fact that a couple of drinks took the edge off did not constitute a problem. It didn’t interfere with the standard
         of her work. It didn’t interfere with her personal relationships. ‘Whatever those are,’ she muttered, dragging a bundle of
         files from the drawer.
      

      
      She’d worked her way through enough of the stack for a ringing phone to feel like rescue. The screen of her phone showed a
         police-issue mobile but she didn’t recognise the specific number. ‘DCI Jordan,’ she said, reaching for the mug, surprised
         to find it empty.
      

      
      ‘Detective Superintendent Reekie from Northern Division,’ a gruff voice said.

      
      Carol didn’t know Reekie, but it had to be important if someone that far up the pecking order was working so late into the
         evening. ‘How can I help you, sir?’
      

      
      ‘We’ve got something here that I think is right up your team’s street,’ Reekie said. ‘I thought it best to bring you into
         it soon as. While the crime scene’s still fresh.’
      

      
      ‘That’s how we like them,’ Carol said. ‘But my squad’s winding up, you know.’
      

      
      ‘I’d heard you were working out your notice,’ Reekie said. ‘But you’re still in harness, right? Thought you might want to
         get your teeth into one last special one.’
      

      
      They weren’t the words she’d have chosen, but she understood what he meant. They all knew the difference between the run-of-the-mill
         domestics and criminal infighting that made up most homicides, and murders that signalled a warped mind at work. Cases where
         there was any element of mystery at all were relatively rare. So she supposed that ‘special’ wasn’t such a strange word to
         assign to a murder. ‘Text me the location and I’ll be there as soon as I can,’ she said, replacing the unexamined files and
         kicking the drawer shut.
      

      
      Her eye caught the empty mug. Technically she was over the limit. She felt perfectly competent to drive, a line she’d heard
         from dozens of protesting drunks in custody suites throughout her career. On the other hand, she preferred not to turn up
         single-handed at a crime scene. If they were going to take a case, there were actions that needed to be initiated then and
         there, and that wasn’t the best use of her time or skills. She mentally flicked through her squad. Of her two sergeants, Chris
         Devine had had too many late nights recently preparing a case for a major trial; and Kevin Matthews was out celebrating his
         wedding anniversary. Reekie hadn’t sounded too worried, so this probably wasn’t worth messing up a rare night out. That left
         her constables. Stacey Chen was always happier with machines than people; Carol still thought Sam Evans cared more for his
         own career than the victims they were there for; which left Paula McIntyre. As she dialled Paula’s number, Carol acknowledged
         to herself that it was always going to be Paula.
      

      
      *

      
      Some things never change, Paula thought. Driving to a murder scene accompanied by the rising burn of adrenaline. Every time,
         she felt the thrill in her blood.
      

      
      ‘Sorry to drag you out,’ Carol said.

      
      She didn’t really mean it, Paula thought. But Carol had always been good at making sure her team never felt taken for granted.
         Paula’s eyes didn’t leave the road. She drove well over the speed limit, but within her capabilities. Nobody wanted to be
         remembered as one of those cops who mowed down an innocent member of the public in their haste to reach the dead. ‘Not a problem,
         chief,’ she said. ‘Elinor’s on call, so we were just having a quiet night in. A game of Scrabble and a takeaway.’ Carol wasn’t
         the only one who wanted to keep everybody sweet.
      

      
      ‘All the same … ’

      
      Paula grinned. ‘I was losing anyway. What have we got?’

      
      ‘Reekie was on an open line, so we didn’t talk detail. All I know is that he thinks it’s right up our street.’

      
      ‘Not for much longer,’ Paula said, aware of the bitterness and regret in her voice.

      
      ‘It was happening regardless of whether I stayed or not.’

      
      Paula was startled. ‘I wasn’t blaming you, chief. I know whose fault it is.’ She flashed a quick glance at Carol. ‘I was wondering
         … ’
      

      
      ‘Of course I’ll put in a good word for you.’

      
      ‘Actually, I was hoping for a bit more than that.’ Paula took a deep breath. She’d been trying to find the right moment for
         days, but there had always been something in the way. If she didn’t take advantage of having Carol to herself now, who knew
         when the opportunity would arise again? ‘If I was to apply, would there be a job for me in West Mercia?’
      

      
      Carol was caught on the back foot. ‘I don’t know. It never occurred to me that anybody would … ’ She shifted in her seat,
         the better to study Paula. ‘It won’t be like it is here, you know. Their homicide rate’s negligible compared with Bradfield. It’ll be much more like routine CID work.’
      

      
      Paula quirked a smile. ‘I could live with that. I think I’ve done my fair share at the sharp end of fucked-up.’

      
      ‘Can’t argue with that. If it’s what you want, I’d do my best to make it happen,’ Carol said. ‘But I thought you were pretty
         settled here. With Elinor?’
      

      
      ‘Elinor’s not the issue. Well, not like you’re suggesting. The thing is, she needs to climb up the next step on her medical
         career. She heard there’s a good job coming up in Birmingham. And Bradfield to Birmingham is not a commute any sane person
         would want to do. So … ’ Paula slowed for a junction, scanning the road in both directions before she whipped through. ‘If
         she’s going to go for that, I need to consider my options. And if you’re going to West Mercia, I thought I might as well trade
         on my connections.’ She glanced at Carol and grinned.
      

      
      ‘I’ll see what I can do,’ Carol said. ‘There’s nobody I’d rather have on my team,’ she added, meaning it.

      
      ‘I got on really well with that sergeant we worked with on the RigMarole killings,’ Paula said, pressing her point. ‘Alvin
         Ambrose. I’d be happy to work with him again.’
      

      
      Carol groaned. ‘I hear you, Paula. There’s no need to push it. And it may not be down to me, in the end. You know how it is
         right now, the way the cuts are biting into front-line officers.’
      

      
      ‘I know. Sorry, chief.’ She frowned at the satnav then made a tentative left turn into a small industrial estate, prefabricated
         warehouses with their shallow-pitched roofs lining the curving road. They rounded the final bend and Paula knew she was in
         the right place. A scatter of police and crime-scene vehicles clustered round the last warehouse on the site, flashing blue
         lights turned off in a bid to avoid attention. But there was no mistaking the fluttering festoons of crime-scene tape staking out the building. Paula pulled up, turned off the engine and squared her shoulders. ‘This’ll be us, then.’
      

      
      These were the occasions when Carol understood that, no matter how good a cop she was, it would never be enough. Always arriving
         after the fact grew harder to bear the longer she did this job. She wished Tony was with her, and not just because he would
         read the scene differently from her. He understood her desire to prevent episodes like this, events that shredded people’s
         lives and left them with gaping holes in the fabric of the day-to-day. Justice was what Carol craved, but these days she felt
         it seldom showed up.
      

      
      DS Reekie hadn’t said much and she was glad of that. Some things went beyond words, and too many cops tried to keep the horror
         at bay with chatter. But nothing could keep a sight like this at arm’s length.
      

      
      The woman was naked. Carol could see several thin superficial cuts on her skin and wondered if the killer had cut her clothes
         off her. She’d ask the CSI photographer to make a point of getting them in his shots so they could make comparisons if the
         clothes turned up.
      

      
      The woman’s body had been fixed to a cross with sturdy six-inch nails through her wrists and ankles. Carol tried not to wince
         at the thought of what that must have sounded like; the crack of hammer on nails, the crunch of bones, the cry of agony echoing
         off the metal walls. Then the cross had been propped up against the wall upside down so that her dyed blonde hair skimmed
         the gritty cement floor, her roots a dark line across her forehead.
      

      
      It hadn’t been crucifixion that had killed her, though. Carol supposed you’d have to classify the savage slash to the throat
         as a kind of mercy, but it was a kind she hoped she’d never need. The cut had been deep enough to sever major blood vessels.
         Under arterial pressure, the blood had travelled an impressive distance, the spray visible on the floor all around except for one patch. ‘He was standing there,’ she said, half
         to herself. ‘He must have been saturated.’
      

      
      ‘He must be bloody strong,’ Paula said. ‘To shift a wooden cross with a body on it, that’s hard work. I don’t think I could
         do it.’
      

      
      The white-suited figure working closest to the body turned to face them. His words were slightly muffled by his mask, but
         Carol could hear them clearly enough. She recognised the Canadian accent of the Home Office pathologist, Grisha Shatalov.
         ‘The wood’s only two by six. And there’s nothing of her. I’d say classic addict physiology, except there’s no sign that she
         was injecting. I bet you could lift and drag her into place without too much effort, DC McIntyre.’
      

      
      ‘How long has she been dead, Grisha?’ Carol said.

      
      ‘You never ask the questions I can answer,’ he said, weary humour in his tone. ‘My best guess at this point is that she’s
         been dead for around twenty-four hours.’
      

      
      ‘The unit’s been empty for about four months,’ Reekie said. ‘The security guard didn’t notice the back door had been forced.’
         There was no mistaking his contempt.
      

      
      ‘So how did we find her?’ Carol asked.

      
      ‘The usual. Man walking his dog last thing. The dog made a beeline for the back door. It must have smelled the blood.’ Reekie
         wrinkled his nose. ‘Hardly surprising. According to the owner, the dog charged the door, the door swung open, the dog vanished
         inside and wouldn’t come when called. So he went in, torch on. Took one look and called us.’ He gave a mirthless laugh. ‘At
         least he had the good sense to grab the dog before it completely fucked up the crime scene.’
      

      
      ‘But Dr Shatalov reckons she was killed last night. How come the dog didn’t find her then?’

      
      Reekie looked over his shoulder, where his DI was riding point. He’d been silent and still up to that point but knew what was expected of him. ‘They didn’t go that way last night, according to the owner. Obviously, we’ll be checking that out.’
      

      
      ‘Never trust the body finder,’ Reekie said.

      
      Like we didn’t know that. Carol stared at the body, clocking every detail, wondering about the sequence of events that had led this young woman here.
         ‘Any ID?’ she said.
      

      
      ‘Not so far,’ Spencer said. ‘We’ve got a bit of a street prostitution problem out towards the airport. Eastern Europeans,
         mostly. She’ll likely be from there.’
      

      
      ‘Unless he brought her out from the city. From Temple Fields,’ Paula said.

      
      ‘The first two were local,’ Reekie said.

      
      ‘Well, let’s hope Grisha can get her looking human enough to ID via a photo,’ Carol said. ‘You said, “the first two”, sir.
         You’re sure this is a series?’
      

      
      Reekie turned back to the body. ‘Show her, doc.’

      
      Grisha pointed to what looked like a tattoo on the inside of the woman’s wrist. It was partially covered with blood, but Carol
         could still make out the letters. MINE. A message that was repulsive, sick and insolent. And yet, in the back of Carol’s head,
         a devil whispered, ‘Make the most of this. If you go to West Mercia, you’ll never see a crime scene as interesting as this
         again.’
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      Against all odds, years of apparently model behaviour had earned Vance a place in the Therapeutic Community Wing at HMP Oakworth
         in the depths of the Worcestershire countryside. There was no set lights-out time on this wing, separated as it was from the
         rest of the prison; inmates could turn the light off when they wanted to. And the tiny en suite bathroom gave him a degree
         of privacy he’d almost forgotten existed. Vance turned out the light, leaving the TV on so he wasn’t working in complete darkness.
         He spread a newspaper out on the table then painstakingly chopped off his hair with a razor blade. Once it was short enough,
         he ran the electric razor back and forth till his skull was as smooth as he could get it. Thanks to his prison pallor, there
         would be no difference in skin colour between the newly shaven skin and his face. Next, he shaved off the full beard he’d
         been cultivating over the past few weeks, leaving only a goatee and moustache behind. Over the past couple of years, he’d
         been varying his facial hair dramatically – from full beard to clean-shaven, from chin strap to Zapata moustache – so that
         nobody would pay attention when he cultivated the look that counted.
      

      
      The key part of the transformation still lay ahead of him. He reached up to the bookshelf above the table and took down a large-format book, a limited edition collection of lithographs
         by modern Russian artists. Neither Vance nor the usual inmate of the cell had any interest in the art; what made this book
         valuable was the heavy paper stock it was printed on, paper so heavy the pages could be slit open and used to hide thin plastic
         sheets of tattoo transfers.
      

      
      The transfers had been painstakingly created from photographs Vance had taken on his contraband smartphone. They replicated
         in exact detail the elaborate and garish body art that covered the arms and neck of Jason Collins, the man who was currently
         sleeping in Vance’s bed. For Vance was not in his own cell tonight. The distraction he’d created had worked perfectly.
      

      
      A photograph of Damon Todd’s wife leaning into Cash Costello’s brother at some nightclub bar had been all the currency he’d
         needed. Vance had casually dropped it on the ping-pong table as he’d walked past during the association period that evening.
         Inevitably, just as he had planned, someone had picked it up and homed in on its significance straight away. Catcalling and
         taunts followed and, inevitably, Todd had lost his temper and thrown himself on Costello. That would be the end of their spell
         on the Therapeutic Community Wing, all good behaviour undone in one uncontrollable flash of temper. Not that Vance cared.
         He’d never been bothered by collateral damage.
      

      
      What mattered was that the ruckus had diverted the attention of the wing officers just long enough for Vance and Collins to
         make their way back to the wrong cells. By the time things had settled down and the screws were making the final round of
         the cells, both men had their lights out, pretending to be fast asleep. No reason to doubt each was where he was supposed
         to be.
      

      
      Vance got up and ran cold water into the basin. He tore out the first prearranged page and peeled the two sheets of paper away from the plastic. He immersed the thin plastic film in
         the basin, then, when the tattoo transfer began to shift, he applied it meticulously to his prosthesis. It was a slow process,
         but nothing like as awkward as applying it to his other arm. Yes, the new artificial limb was remarkable. But what it could
         do was still a distance away from the fine motor control of a living arm. And everything depended on getting the details right.
      

      
      By the time he’d finished, his head was sweating and fine trickles of perspiration ran down his back and sides. He’d done
         the best he could manage. Put him side by side with Collins and it would be easy to tell the real tatts from the fake, but
         unless things went horribly wrong, that wasn’t going to happen. Vance picked up the copies his helper on the outside had had
         made of Collins’ glasses and slipped them on. The world tilted and blurred, but not too much for him to cope with. The lenses
         were far less powerful than Collins’ own ones, but a cursory check would demonstrate that they weren’t plain glass. Details,
         it all came down to details.
      

      
      He closed his eyes and summoned up the sound of Collins’ nasal Midlands accent. For Vance, that was the hardest part of the
         impersonation. He’d never had much of a gift for imitation. He’d always found himself sufficient. But for once, he was going
         to have to lose himself in someone else’s voice. He’d try to keep the chat to a minimum, but he had to be ready to avoid a
         response in his own warm generic tones. He recalled the scene in The Great Escape where Gordon Jackson’s character gives himself away with an automatic response when he’s addressed in English. Vance would
         have to be better than that. He couldn’t afford to relax, not for a moment. Not until he was free and clear.
      

      
      It had taken years to get this far. First, to be admitted to the Therapeutic Community at all. Then to find someone roughly the same height and build who also had a powerful need for what
         Vance could provide. Jason Collins had been in his crosshairs from the first day the creepy little firebug had walked into
         group therapy. Collins had been a hired gun, firing businesses for cash. But Vance didn’t need the psychologist to tell him
         that Collins’ motives had been darker and deeper than that. That he was in the group at all was the proof.
      

      
      Vance had befriended Collins, uncovered his chagrin at losing his family life, and started to sow the seeds of possibility.
         What Vance’s money could do for Collins’ three kids, for his wife. For a long time, Vance had felt he was treading water.
         The crucial stumbling block was that assisting Vance would pile more years on top of Collins’ existing sentence.
      

      
      Then Collins got a different kind of sentence. Leukaemia. The kind where you have only a forty per cent chance of still being
         alive five years after the initial diagnosis. Meaning he’d probably never have a second chance to provide a future for his
         kids or his wife. Even if he got maximum time off his sentence, Collins felt like he’d only be going home to die. ‘They’d
         let you go home anyway if you were that close to dying,’ Vance had pointed out. ‘Look what happened to the Lockerbie bomber.’
         It seemed like a perverse version of having your cake and eating it. Collins could help Vance escape and it wouldn’t matter
         – they’d still let him out when he was sick enough. Either way, he’d be spending the end of his life with his family. And
         if they did it Vance’s way, his wife and kids would never have to worry about money again.
      

      
      It had taken all Vance’s powers of persuasion and more patience than he knew he possessed to draw Collins round to his way
         of thinking. ‘You all grow unaccustomed to nice,’ his psychologist had once remarked. That had given Vance a powerful tool,
         and finally he’d cracked it. Collins’ elder son was about to become a pupil at the best independent school in Warwickshire and Jacko Vance was about to walk out of jail.
      

      
      Vance tidied up, tearing the soggy paper into fragments and flushing it, along with hair wrapped in thin wads of toilet paper.
         He scrunched the plastic film into little balls and squeezed it between the table and the wall. When he could think of nothing
         more, he finally lay down on the narrow bed. The air chilled the sweat on his body and, shivering, he pulled the duvet over
         him.
      

      
      It was all going to be all right. Tomorrow, the screw would come for Jason Collins to take him for his first day of Release
         on Temporary Licence. ROTL was what every prisoner in the Therapeutic Community dreamed of – the day they would emerge from
         the prison gates and spend a day in a factory or an office. How bloody pitiful, Vance thought. Therapy that so reduced a man’s
         horizons that a day of mundane drudgery was something to aspire to. It had taken every ounce of his skills in dissimulation
         to hide his contempt for the regime. But he’d managed it because he knew this was the key to his return to a life outside
         walls.
      

      
      Because not everyone in the Therapeutic Community would be allowed outside. For Vance and a handful of others, there would
         always be too high a risk involved in that. No matter that he’d convinced that stupid bitch of a psychologist that he was
         a different man from the one who’d committed the deeply disturbing murder he’d been convicted of. Not to mention all those
         other teenage girls that he was technically innocent of killing, since he’d never been found guilty of their murders. Still,
         no Home Secretary wanted to be branded the person who released Jacko Vance. It didn’t matter what his tariff from the judge
         said. Vance knew there would never be an official return to society for him. He had to admit, if he was in charge, he wouldn’t
         let him out either. But then, he knew exactly what he was capable of. The authorities could only guess.
      

      
      Vance smiled in the darkness. Very soon he planned to take the guesswork out of the equation.
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      The liveried police car made a slow turn at Carol’s direction. ‘Third house on the left,’ she said, her voice a weary sigh.
         She’d left Paula at the crime scene, making sure things were done the way the Major Incident Team preferred. Carol had no
         problem with delegation, not with a hand-picked squad like this one. She wondered whether she’d have that same luxury in Worcester.
      

      
      ‘Ma’am?’ The driver, a stolid twenty-something traffic officer, sounded cautious.

      
      Carol roused herself to attention. ‘Yes? What is it?’

      
      ‘There’s a man sitting in a parked car outside the third house on the left. It looks like his head’s leaning on the steering
         wheel,’ he said. ‘Do you want me to PNC the index number?’
      

      
      As they drew level, Carol looked out of the window, surprised but not shocked to see Tony, as the PC had said, leaning on
         his arms on the steering wheel. ‘No need to trouble the computer,’ she said. ‘I know who he is.’
      

      
      ‘Do you need me to have a word?’

      
      Carol smiled. ‘Thanks, but that won’t be necessary. He’s entirely harmless.’ That wasn’t strictly true, but in the narrow
         terms of reference of a traffic cop, it was as close as damn it.
      

      
      ‘Your call,’ he said, drawing in front of Tony’s car and coming to a halt. ‘Night, ma’am.’
      

      
      ‘Good night. No need to wait, I’m fine.’ Carol got out of the car and walked back to Tony’s car. She hung on till the police
         car drove off, then opened the passenger door and got in. At the sound of the lock clicking shut, Tony’s head jerked back
         and he gasped as if he’d been struck.
      

      
      ‘What the fuck,’ he said, his voice frightened and disorientated. His head jerked from side to side as he tried to make sense
         of his surroundings. ‘Carol? What the …?’
      

      
      She patted his arm. ‘You’re outside the house in Bradfield. You were asleep. I came home from work and saw you. I thought
         you might not have intended to spend the whole night spark out in the car.’
      

      
      He rubbed his hands over his face as if splashing himself with water, then turned to her, wide-eyed and startled. ‘I was listening
         to a podcast. The fabulous Dr Gwen Adshead from Broadmoor talking about dealing with the disasters that are our patients.
         I got home and she was still talking and I wanted to hear the end of it. I can’t believe I fell asleep, she was talking more
         sense than anybody I’ve heard in a long time.’ He yawned and shook himself. ‘What time is it?’
      

      
      ‘Just after three.’

      
      ‘God. I got back not long after midnight.’ He shivered. ‘I’m really cold.’

      
      ‘I’m not surprised.’ Carol opened the door. ‘I don’t know about you, but I’m going indoors.’

      
      Tony scurried out of his side and met her at the gate to the house. ‘Why are you only coming home just after three? Do you
         want a drink? I’m wide awake now.’
      

      
      He could be so like a small child, she thought. Out of nowhere, all eagerness and curiosity. ‘I’ll come in for a nightcap,’
         she said, following him to the front door rather than to the side door that led to her self-contained basement flat.
      

      
      Inside, the house had the still cold air of a space that’s been empty for more than a few hours. ‘Put the fire on in my office,
         it warms up faster than the living room,’ Tony said, heading for the kitchen. ‘Wine or vodka?’
      

      
      He knew her well enough not to bother offering anything else. ‘Vodka,’ she called as she squatted down to struggle with the
         ignition of the gas fire. She’d lost count of the number of times she’d suggested he have the fire serviced so it wouldn’t
         be a wrestling match to get it going. It didn’t matter now. Within a couple of weeks, the sale of this house and her flat
         within it would be completed and he’d have the problems of a whole new house to ignore. But then, the problems wouldn’t have
         the chance to turn into nagging irritations. Because she’d be living there, and she didn’t tolerate infuriating shit like
         that.
      

      
      The fire finally caught as Tony returned with a bottle of Russian vodka, a bottle of Calvados and a pair of tumblers that
         looked as if he’d collected them free with petrol sometime in the 1980s. ‘I packed the nice glasses already,’ he said.
      

      
      ‘Both of them?’ Carol reached for the bottle, flinching at the cold. It had obviously been in the freezer and the spirit slid
         down the bottle in sluggish sobs as she poured it.
      

      
      ‘So why are you coming home after three? You don’t look like it was a party.’

      
      ‘Superintendent Reekie at Northern wants me to go out in a blaze of glory,’ she said drily.

      
      ‘That would be a budget buster, then?’ Tony raised his glass in a cynical toast. ‘You’d think it came out of a different pot
         altogether, not just a different department in the same organisation. It’s amazing how many cases have had “Major Incident
         Team” stamped on them since the Chief Constable’s austerity drive.’
      

      
      ‘Even more so since the word got around that I’m leaving.’ Carol sighed. ‘This one, though … in less frugal times, we’d have
         been fighting Northern for it anyway.’
      

      
      ‘A bad one?’
      

      
      Carol swallowed a mouthful of vodka and topped up her glass. ‘The worst kind. Your kind. Somebody nailed a prostitute to a
         cross. Upside down. Then he cut her throat.’ She took a deep breath and let it out slowly. ‘Northern think he’s done it before.
         Not like that, obviously. We would have heard before now if he had. But they’ve had two dead sex workers recently. Different
         methods. One strangled, one drowned.’
      

      
      Tony was leaning forward in his chair, elbows on knees, eyes as far from sleep as could be. ‘I had a call from Penny Burgess
         earlier. I think it might have been about this.’
      

      
      ‘Really? What did she have to say?’

      
      ‘I don’t know, I wasn’t listening. But she seemed to think I should be involved. That there’s something serial going on.’

      
      ‘She could be right. All three of the victims have what looks like a tattoo on the inside of their wrist. “MINE”, it says.’

      
      ‘They didn’t connect the first two?’ Tony sounded incredulous.

      
      ‘To be fair, they only got the chance to make the connection yesterday. The one who was drowned, she wasn’t in the best condition.
         Grisha’s not had the body long, and it took a bit of time for them to be sure what they were looking for.’ Carol shrugged,
         running her fingers through her shaggy blonde hair. ‘It was hard to pick up any significance on the first body – she had other
         tatts on her arms and torso, no reason to think MINE had any greater significance than the tramp stamp that said BECKHAM.’
      

      
      ‘And this latest one? She’s got MINE on her wrist too? Interesting.’

      
      ‘It looks like it. There’s a lot of blood and swelling, because he nailed her to the wood through her wrist—’ Carol shuddered.
         ‘But there’s definitely something there. So Reekie called me and handed it off to us. They’ll do the footslogging.’
      

      
      ‘But it’ll still come out of your budget. Make you look the extravagant one, not Reekie. The women, the victims – were they local to Northern? Or were they working somewhere like Temple
         Fields and just got killed outside the city centre?’
      

      
      ‘Both local. Small time, on the street, not indoor workers.’

      
      ‘Young? Older?’

      
      ‘Young. Drug users, not surprisingly. And of course, because of the way they earned their money, we can’t be sure if they
         were sexually assaulted.’ She held up a hand. ‘I know, I know. Chances are, sex will come into it somewhere.’
      

      
      ‘Just not always in the obvious way.’ Tony sniffed his glass and made a face. ‘It’s always better where you buy it, isn’t
         it? This stuff smelled wonderful in Brittany. Now it’s like lighter fluid.’ He took a tentative sip. ‘Tastes better than it
         smells. So will you be looking at using a profiler?’
      

      
      ‘It would be the obvious port of call. But Blake won’t want to pay for you, and I don’t want to work with the homegrown products
         of the national academy.’ She rolled her eyes. ‘You remember the idiot they sent us on the RigMarole killings? All the emotional
         intelligence of a brick wall. I promised the team I’d never go down that road again. Better to do without than let the Chief
         Constable foist another one of those on us.’
      

      
      ‘Would you like me?’ Tony said. His raised eyebrows promised the faintest possibility of double entendre, but Carol wasn’t
         buying.
      

      
      ‘It’s the sensible option, if we want to get a result sooner rather than later.’ She reached for the bottle and topped up
         her glass. ‘But there’s no way I’ll be allowed to spend that kind of money.’
      

      
      ‘What if it didn’t cost you anything?’

      
      Carol frowned. ‘I’ve told you before. I refuse to take advantage of our personal relationship—’

      
      ‘Whatever it is … ’

      
      ‘Whatever it is. You’re a professional. When we use expertise from outside the police service, we should pay for it.’

      
      ‘The labourer is worthy of his hire,’ he said, softening the darkness of his tone with a lopsided smile. ‘We’ve had this out
         before, and neither of us is going to shift our ground. You say tomato and I say potato.’ He waved one hand as if he was batting
         away an insect. ‘I think there’s a way of doing this that means I get paid and you get my expertise.’
      

      
      Carol frowned. ‘How do you work that out?’

      
      Tony tapped the side of his nose. ‘I need to talk to someone at the Home Office.’

      
      ‘Tony, it may have escaped your notice, but we have a new government. There is no money. Not for essentials, never mind luxuries
         like psychological profilers.’ Frustrated, Carol sighed.
      

      
      ‘I know you think I live on another planet, Carol, but I did know that.’ He pulled a sad clown face that emphasised the lines
         his job had carved there. ‘But my go-to guy at the Home Office is above the political fray. And I think he owes me.’ Tony
         paused for a moment, his eyes drifting to the top left corner of the room. ‘Yes, he does.’ He shifted in his seat and stared
         directly at Carol. ‘All those years ago, we started something in this city. Reekie’s right. You should go out in a blaze of
         glory. And I should be there at your side, just like I was that first time.’
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      Dawn came and he had not slept. But Jacko Vance was wired, not tired. He listened to the small noises of the wing coming to
         life, happy in the thought that this would be the last time he was forced to start his day in the company of so many. He checked
         Collins’ watch every few minutes, waiting for the right moment to rise and start the day. He’d had to calculate another man’s
         mentality in all of this. Collins would be eager, but not too eager. Vance had always had a good sense of timing. It was one
         of the elements that had made him so successful an athlete. But today, much more depended on that timing than a mere medal.
      

      
      When he judged the moment was perfect, he got out of bed and headed for the toilet. He passed the electric razor over his
         head and his chin again, then dressed in Collins’ ratty jeans and baggy polo shirt. The tattoos looked spot on, Vance thought.
         And people saw what they expected to see. A man with Collins’ tattoos and clothes must, in the absence of any contradictory
         features, be Collins.
      

      
      The minutes crawled by. At last, a fist banged his door and a voice called out. ‘Collins? Get yourself in gear, time to make
         a move.’
      

      
      By the time the door opened, the officer was already distracted, paying more attention to an argument further down the corridor
         about the previous evening’s football results than he was to the man who emerged from the cell. Vance knew the officer – Jarvis,
         one of the regular day-shift crew, chippy and irritable, but not someone who had ever taken any personal interest in any of
         his charges. So far, so good. The screw cast a cursory glance over his shoulder then led the way down the hall. Vance stood
         back while the first door was unlocked remotely, enjoying the solid clunk of the metal tongue sliding open. Then he followed
         the officer into the sally port and tried to breathe normally while one door closed and the other opened.
      

      
      And then they were off the wing, moving through the main administrative section of the jail towards the exit. Trying to calm
         himself with distraction, Vance wondered why anyone would choose a working environment with sickly yellow walls and metalwork
         painted battleship grey. To spend your days here without descending into deep depression, you’d have to have no visual taste
         whatsoever.
      

      
      Another sally port, then the final hurdle. A couple of bored-looking officers sat behind thick glass windows like bank counters,
         with gaps where documents could be passed through. Jarvis nodded to the nearest, a skinny young man with a crew cut and bad
         skin. ‘Is the social worker here for Collins?’ he said.
      

      
      Not likely, Vance thought. Not if things had gone to plan. Not many women would turn up for work after they’d been wakened
         in the night by someone trying to smash into their house. Especially since the putative burglar/rapist had taken the precaution
         of slashing all four tyres on her car and cutting her phone line. She’d been lucky. If he’d been doing the job himself instead
         of having to delegate it, he’d have slashed her dog’s throat and nailed it to the front door. Some things you couldn’t outsource. Hopefully, what he had managed to arrange would be enough. Unfortunate for poor Jason really. He would
         have to set off for his Release on Temporary Licence day without the support of someone who knew him.
      

      
      ‘No,’ the man on the desk said. ‘She’s not coming in today.’

      
      ‘What?’ Jarvis moaned. ‘What do you mean, she’s not coming in today?’

      
      ‘Personal issues.’

      
      ‘So what am I supposed to do with him?’ He jerked his head towards Vance.

      
      ‘There’s a taxi here.’

      
      ‘He’s going off in a taxi? Without an escort?’ Jarvis shook his head, mugging incredulity for his audience.

      
      ‘What’s the odds? He’ll have all day on the ROTL without an escort, regardless. Just means it starts a bit earlier, that’s
         all.’
      

      
      ‘What about orientation? Isn’t he supposed to have some sort of orientation with the social worker?’

      
      Crew cut picked a spot, examined his fingernail and shrugged again. ‘Not our problem, is it? We ran it past the Assistant
         Governor and he said it was OK. He said Collins presented no cause for concern.’ He looked at Vance. ‘You all right with that,
         Collins? Otherwise the ROTL gets cancelled.’
      

      
      Vance shrugged right back at him. ‘I might as well go since I’m here now.’ He was quite pleased with the way it came out.
         He thought it was a decent representation of how Collins spoke. More importantly, he didn’t sound at all like himself. He
         thrust his hands into his pockets as he’d seen Collins do a thousand times, hunching his shoulders slightly.
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